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DuBois: Remarks at the SCUP 2013 Conference

Remarks at the Society for College and University Planning
2013 Mid-Atlantic Conference
This speech was delivered on April 9, 2013 at Georgetown University in Washington, D.C.

Y

our organization is asking a good, tough question in your conference theme: “Is higher
education still the gateway for opportunity in America?” Of course it is. Families are
struggling, however, to finance it.
Twelfth grade is no longer the finish line. Dropping out of high school or refusing to attend college
can doom generations of a family to a cycle of failure or under-achievement. Meeting the public calls
for more college graduates demands that we successfully break that cycle.
We have to break that cycle in the coalfields and the tobacco fields, where no one in the family ever
needed a college degree before. We need to break that cycle in the urban areas where children grow
up not seeing a single college graduate living in their neighborhood. And we need to break that cycle
for our newest Virginians who came here to pursue a dream and need our help overcoming the
language and culture differences that can intimidate.
Serving these 21st century students, my friends, represent our biggest challenge and requires our
best planning. Virginia’s Community Colleges were founded to address Virginia’s unmet needs in
higher education and workforce training. So, you might ask, what does planning have to do with
that? The short answer is that the importance of planning grows with each passing day. But it wasn’t
always that way.
Planning philosophies
It has been said that if you fail to plan then you are planning to fail. Former President Dwight
Eisenhower – the guy who planned the D-Day Invasion – is often quoted by planners and at
meetings like this for having said that, “Plans are nothing; planning is everything.” Eisenhower’s
notion was demonstrated, by my count, at least 973 times in Warner Brothers’ cartoons by Wile E.
Coyote who never could quite catch that Roadrunner no matter how many ACME Co. blueprints he
ordered nor how many contraptions he built.
Former heavy weight champion boxer Mike Tyson offered a more modern rendition of the
Eisenhower sentiment – albeit in his own way – when he said, “Everyone has a plan until they get
punched in the face.” Metaphorically speaking, and perhaps more than any of us would like to
admit, Tyson is right. We’ve all been there.
Too many plans?
My friends, I can assure you that there is no shortage of plans or planning in higher education in
general and community colleges in particular.
As public institutions, we work with state lawmakers and their staffs to create multi-year budget
plans. As employers, we must balance the needs for and the needs of a large, diverse, sometimes
isolated, and often part-time employee pool for an efficient labor plan. As landlords, we tend to
spaces and structures – including some buildings that are in use some two-times longer than their
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original life expectancy – as we write and rewrite facilities plans. As leaders in the field of education,
serving students with evolving needs from generation to generation, we must continually refresh our
academic plans. As service providers to a customer base that is increasingly wired, connected,
tweeted, and Facebooked, we must plan for information technology needs that can change before
ink dries on a page. As an increasingly important part of the economic development puzzle, we
continually revise our workforce development plans. And as witness to the senseless and horrific
episodes of violence that have splashed across America’s classrooms, we constantly test and
challenge our campus safety plans. As I said, there is no shortage of plans and planning in our
industry. One might even be able to argue that we have too many plans.
What we are lacking in higher education, what we truly need, are plans and planning that are
consistent, effective, transparent, and focused on critical state needs. I say that as someone with
more than 30-years of higher education experience. I have been fortunate enough to be part of some
plans that were, shall we say, great learning experiences. And I have been part of some plans that
helped bring into focus the community college mission and truly advance the institution.
Three traits of bad planning
So, how do you tell the difference between good and bad planning for a community college?
It can be complicated. While easy to describe, our mission can easily overwhelm. Our audiences, or
customers if you prefer, can seem countless, fragmented, and unaligned. And our people, while
smart, educated and deeply committed can sometimes over-think things. Hard to believe, isn’t it,
that a bunch of people who hold master’s degrees and Ph.Ds can over-think something? Well, it
happens.
Over the course of my career, I have found three common traits – red flags, if you will – that are the
hallmarks of bad planning.
The first trait of a bad plan is missed priorities. Community colleges shine when they meet
community needs. Good plans focus on those community needs. Bad plans focus on institutional
priorities. I’ll give you a quick example of that: Let’s say there’s a community college in a rural
county with a super low literacy rate. A good plan would be to identify, articulate and enact
strategies to double the county’s literacy rate over, say, five years. A bad plan would be simply to
build a new library with enough space on the ground floor to bring in a coffee shop. The former
goes right at what the community needs. The latter feels good for those inside the institution but
may or may not actually help the people the college needs to serve.
The second trait of a bad plan is a lack of measurable goals. Where you would expect to see hard
targets, you get fuzzy and fancy words. I’ve seen institutional plans that include a goal calling for an
institution to build cohesion. I don’t know what that means. Does it involve duct tape or model
glue? How do you measure that? And if you can’t – as all of you know so well – if you can’t measure
it then how do you know where you are, where you need to be and how much progress you made
along the way?
The third trait of a bad plan is that it has too many goals. There is a reality to planning and plans that
having dozens of goals – and I’ve seen some with more than 100 goals – is simply unwieldy and
unrealistic. The truth is that if you are trying to look at everything then you aren’t really seeing
anything. Solid plans, I believe, have ten or fewer goals. The whole idea here is to identify, articulate
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and pursue priorities for your institution. Those goals can and should be stretch goals. When they
are, they will take time to accomplish.
In short, I believe that a solid plan for a community college has no more than ten goals, most of
which are stretch-goals for the institution. Those goals are all measurable. And most importantly,
those goals respond to critical community needs.
Dateline 2009
Virginia’s Community Colleges were no strangers to planning before they hired me as chancellor in
2001. I had no trouble finding shelves full of reports and plans – evidence of committees created,
meetings held, and pages upon pages written. What I couldn’t seem to find though was any
indication that the process extended beyond that – no sign of the plans connecting to each other or
to the mission, no sign of
goals being reached or
failed, and no sign of
action.
Circumstances changed
that. Virginia, like the rest
of the nation, slipped into a
post 9/11 recession.
Overnight, the focus of our
state turned from cutting
taxes to cutting budgets.
That wasn’t the only thing,
however, backing our
colleges and universities
into a corner. We were hit
with a wave of rising
enrollment, more unprepared students, calls for greater degree productivity, and greater
accountability. We knew then that we had to get better at planning our future, not falling victim to it.
As I mentioned, failing to plan really is planning to fail.
With the help of others, I called for a summertime planning retreat. It took place at my home. The
presidents of all 23 colleges came along with my senior staff. We weren’t sure of what we were
doing. But we knew we had to do something. After several days of hand wringing, passionate
debates, and hard decisions, we had a plan…all 136 goals of it.
The beginning of wisdom, they say, is never pretty. This was no exception. We didn’t give up,
however. We kept after it for a few months. We cut the number of goals in half, and then in half
again, and again until we felt like vintners squashing grapes until we had only the finest wine
remaining.
We arrived ultimately at a plan we called Dateline 2009. It was a six-year statewide plan with seven
measurable goals. We unveiled it in 2003. We promised to increase enrollment in our credit
programs by 19,000 students. We promised to nearly double the number of individuals served in our
non-credit workforce training classes. We promised to be in the nation’s top ten in terms of
retention, graduation, and job placement rates. We promised to triple the number of students we
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helped transfer on to four-year universities. We promised to keep mandatory tuition and fees at less
than half the comparable cost of Virginia’s public universities. We promised to triple the number of
high school students we would serve with college classes through our Dual Enrollment programs.
And we promised to double our collective foundation holdings to $150 million.
I think, sometimes, that the hardest part of our plan was convincing our own people of its worth
and that we were all accountable to the promises it contains. I traveled throughout the state,
speaking to our college communities, explaining the plan and talking about why the people we serve
needed us to accomplish these goals. I’ve since had faculty members confess to me that the first
time I visited their campus, they thought, “Oh, that’s cute. Here’s another plan.” The second time
they heard me talk about it, they thought, “Huh. He’s still talking about that. It will be over soon
enough.” The third time they heard me talk about it was when they finally thought, “Oh, he really
means it.”
There are two things that I have to do well as chancellor – and if I do a good enough job with these
two things, all the other issues will take care of themselves: One, I have to set the right priorities.
That’s our plan. And two, I have to hire the right executive leaders, get out of their way and unleash
their talent.
Dateline 2009 helped me do both of those things. In setting the right goals, our plan became a road
map by which the members of our governing board could see where we were going and how quickly
we were getting there. Board members received updates on the plan and its execution at every
regular meeting. As far as hiring the right executive leaders, Dateline 2009 was the mold from which
the community college presidents would shape their annual goals, for which they were accountable
to me. They all had a hand in helping to paint these bull’s eyes. In shaping their annual goals, we
negotiated how those translated into action on their campuses. The annual goals meeting was the
way we could check-in without leaving them feeling micro-managed at their college.
Altogether, we met – or came darn close to meeting – six of those seven goals. And the one we
didn’t finish, the goal about reaching the nation’s top ten in terms of retention, graduation, and job
placement helped frame where we would go in the next six-year plan. Notice I said, it framed where
we would go. It didn’t dictate where we would go, because we knew the community would help us
do that.
Achieve 2015
As we approached the final year of the Dateline 2009 plan, we assembled a dream team of
community college leaders from across the state to draft our next strategic plan – what we would go
on to call Achieve 2015. My charge to that taskforce was simple: We needed another six-year plan. It
had to be bold. It had to stretch us as an organization. And it had to focused not on the needs of
our community colleges but rather on the needs of the communities we serve.
We began with a series of town hall meetings with the public; business leaders, elected leaders,
community leaders, K-12 leaders, and students we served. We asked them, “What do you need from
your community college to be successful, or more successful?” After eighteen months of collecting
that input, putting it all together, breaking it all apart, wringing our hands, gnashing our teeth, and
biting our nails, the taskforce produced a five-point plan. The plan’s focus includes access;
affordability; student success; workforce; and resources – many of the very same issues upon which
this SCUP meeting is focused.
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Just past the halfway mark of this six year cycle, I would tell you that we got a lot of things right with
this plan and at least one thing wrong. We were right about these goals. This public agenda placed
our colleges on the right path, giving them a head start on those larger public policy goals that would
later come at us from both Capitol Square and Capitol Hill. We were right to set these stretch goals.
It made us nervous at the time. The economy hit bottom as we were putting this plan together. It
would have been easy to just hunker-down and batten the hatches. Instead, we looked around and
wondered how many more people we could help.
We were wrong, however, in estimating what our outer limit was. We underestimated how many
people would seek their future at our doors. And we underestimated how long it would take us to
achieve the majority of these ambitious goals. All told, within the five goal areas of Achieve 2015, we
have eight measurable goals. At the halfway point of the plan, three years in, we had met six of the
eight goals.
So, we recently faced an important question: What now? Do we just cruise on, safe in the knowledge
that short of a catastrophe we will exceed every goal of this six-year plan? That didn’t feel right to us.
It would be hard to just tap in a gimmie’ putt and then try to act like we did something significant.
Instead, we took guidance from some geniuses – musical geniuses, that is: like the Blues Brothers,
we got the band back together, man. We reassembled the team that that created Achieve 2015 to
recalibrate our goals and examine if we missed a goal along the way. That panel worked through last
fall to submit a revised strategic plan to the State Board for its January 2013 meeting.
Their work became what we call Achieve 2015, Take Two. Like its predecessor, the plan focuses on
access, affordability, student success, workforce, and resources. Hard Metrics govern each of the
goals, though we did set the bars higher.
Reengineering
I would like to share with you some examples of these goals are being integrated throughout
Virginia’s Community Colleges. I spoke earlier about how those strategic goals shape what our
college presidents do every year, and how we are all accountable to our State Board on the progress
we make. But that’s not enough to create the cultural change we need to evolve into high
performing organizations.
To help accomplish that, we have created a statewide VCCS Reengineering Task Force. This “All
Hands on Deck” initiative allows us to re-examine everything Virginia’s Community Colleges do.
Over the past three years, the taskforce identified ten big ideas to pursue. Those ideas are guiding
the work of some two-dozen workgroups. Those workgroups vet, explore and refine
recommendations for the task force to consider. Obviously, that’s a lot of moving parts.
Given the intensive nature of that work and the inclusive way we go about doing it, those
workgroups will not cross the finish line at the same time. But we’re feeling good about the ones
that have. That includes:
• Breaking down silos and sharing distance learning classes to more than 1,000 students across
the state – classes they might have never seen without that reform;
• A transition to our new developmental mathematics approach that focuses on the needs and
the deficiencies of individual students. So far, we have only preliminary results from it.
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•

They’re encouraging. And they’re preparing us for this year’s reforms to developmental
reading and writing;
An audit of our academic programs to ensure that students are having to take – and having
to pay for – only those classes that are necessary for the degree or certificate they pursue.
That is an effort, by the way, that is ongoing. But it seems we are going to save students and
taxpayers millions of dollars a year; and
A recasting of the faculty performance review system which we believe will transform a
bureaucratic process into one that ensures our colleges are hiring the best inspiring
instructors and focusing on their professional development.

I would also like to mention our work to reform how we handle the back-office processing of
financial aid paperwork. For quite some time, we’ve had a love-hate relationship with federal
financial aid. It opens doors for so many of the people we serve. But for many of those people,
getting through that door can feel like an adventure worthy of an Indiana Jones movie, poisoned
darts, rolling boulder and snakes included. Our reforms are focused on freeing up financial aid
counselors to maximize their time to serve students.
I’ve been asked, more than once, when do I think the work of the Reengineering Task Force will be
complete? The answer, my friends, is that it won’t be – at least not for the foreseeable future. We are
now in what’s really an era of reengineering. That’s true, I believe, even beyond our colleges. The
need to re-examine and reinvent ourselves – the very thing that we offer the people we serve –
needs to become a permanent part of our M.O.
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